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Every year Statistics Canada conducts a household 
survey of families and single persons to obtain information on 
the distribution of income as well as the nature and extent 
of poverty in Canada. The latest survey, conducted in May 
1981, sampled approximately 17,000 private households from 
all parts of the country except for the Yukon and Northwest 
Territories, Indian reserves and institutions (prisons, 
mental hospitals, homes for the elderly, and so on). The 


study looked at income for the 1980 calendar year. 


Statistics Canada releases its findings in two 
stages each year. The preliminary results are based on 
partially edited survey data, while the final revised 
version presents a more accurate and comprehensive picture 
of the incomes of Canadians. The statistics presented 
below are taken from Statistics Canada's Income distributions 
by size in Canada: Preliminary estimates, 1980 (Ottawa: 
Minister of Supply and Services Canada, September 1981). 
The final figures on poverty and income for 1980 will be 


available in the spring of 1982. 
Poverty Lines 


Data on the low-income population are calculated 
using Statistics Canada‘s ‘low income cut-offs, which vary 
according to family and community size. Table 1 shows the 
low income cut-offs for 1980. While Statistics Canada 
does not present its low income cut-offs as official poverty 
lines, the National Council of Welfare follows common practice 
in uSing them as poverty lines. (For an explanation of the 
low income cut-offs and two alternative sets of poverty 
lines, see the National Council of Welfare's pamphlet 


Measuring poverty: 1981 poverty lines). 
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The General Picture 


In 1980 an estimated 639,000 Canadian families were 
poor. In percentage terms this represents 10.4% of all 
families (639,000 out of a total 6,122,000). In otherwords 


one in every ten families lived in poverty at last count. 


The risk of poverty is three times as great for 
Single persons as it is for families. Approximately 
826,000 single persons - 31.4% of all single Canadians - 


were poor in 1980. 


Adding together families and single persons, close 
to 1.5 million households in Canada live below the poverty 
line. The preliminary estimates do not show the total 
number of persons in these 1.5 million family units. 
However in 1979 2.8 million persons - 12.4% of the population - 
lived in poor households. The number of low-income families 
and single persons increased from 1979 to 1980 (from 
628,000 to 639,000 families and 809,000 to 826,000 single 
persons), so it can be safely predicted that close to 


3 million men, women and children were poor in 1980. 


The Risk of Poverty: Families 


Overall ten percent of Canadian families are poor. 
However a family's chances of falling below the poverty line 
vary according to such factors as where it lives, its 
head's sex, age and labor force status, and the number of 
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The Atlantic provinces and Quebec have above- 
average rates of family poverty (13.8% and 13% respectively), 
while British Columbia's figure of 6.82 places it lowest 
on the regional list. The risk of poverty in communities 
of different size does not vary greatly (it is generally 
in the 10% to 11% range), though families Linvanig. 1h 
medium-sized cities (30,000 - 99,999) face higher odds 
(15%) while those in larger cities (100,000 — 499,999) 
ere least. apt to be poor (8.5%). 


Families headed by women are much more vulnerable 
to poverty than those with male heads. An astonishing 41.53% 
of all female-lead families are below the poverty line. 
The risk of poverty for families headed by women is six 
times that for men. Poverty is also more prevalent among 
families headed by young persons (aged 24 and under) - 
close to one in five are poor. Families whose heads are 
not in the labor force are four times more likely to be 


poor than those headed by persons in the labor force. 


The incidence of poverty also varies according to 
family size. The poverty rate ranges {from 8.14 for, families 
with four persons to 11.8% for those with three members. 
Families with four or more children under the age of sixteen 
run double the risk of poverty as those with fewer children; 
the poverty rate is 26.1% for large families as opposed 


to 13.8% for those with three children and 12.4% for families 


witn one or two children. 


The Risk of Poverty: Single Persons 


Three out of every ten single Canadians live in 


poverty. As is the case with families, certain characteristics 
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- a person's age, sex, or place of residence - help predict 


his chances of being poor. 


Single persons in Quebec and Atlantic Canada face 
a substantially greater risk of poverty than their counterparts 
in the other provinces. However even in Ontario, the province 
with the lowest rate, over 27% of single persons are poor. 
Single persons living in medium-sized cities (30,000-99,999) 
encounter greater odds of being poor than those living in 


both smaller and larger communities. 


Single women are more likely to be poor than single 
men. However the difference between their poverty rates - 
Sous LOr women, 22.9% £or men —- 1S. not as Jangegas: it 
is for women and men who head families (41.5% and 7.03% 
respectively). As far as age is concerned, poverty hits 
young and old single persons more often than those in 
other age groups. Almost half of single persons over the 
age of seventy are poor, while one in three under the age 
of 24 number among Canada's poor. Single persons who 
are not in the labor force are as likely to be poor as not; 
theirepoverty rate.is 53.8% — the highest. for any) single 


category included in the Statistics Canada data. 


Phespistribution of Poverty: Families 


The previous section examined the risks of poverty 
for families and single persons. The distribution of poverty - 
the percentage of low-income family units within each 


category - provides another useful perspective on poverty 


in Canada. 
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Table 4 gives the distribution of poor and non-poor 
families within the categories listed earlier. A comparison 
of the figures for poor and non-poor families tells 
whether low-income families are underrepresented or 
overrepresented within each category. The percentage 
distribution figures also show where poor families are 
concentrated within different regions, age groups and other 


categories. 


Over 63% of poor families live in Ontario and 
Quebec. A disproportionately high number of low-income 
families live in the Atlantic provinces; they have 11.73 
of Canada's poor families but only 8.5% of non-poor families. 
So too does Quebec have a larger proportion of poor families 
than non-poor families. Low-income families are only 
slightly overrepresented in the Prairies. On the other hand 
poor families are underrepresented in Ontario and British 


Columbia. 


Almost half of Canada's low-income families live 
in larger cities and metropolitan areas (centers with 100,000 
or more residents) and more than one in five live in rural 
ae In comparison to non-poor families, poor households 
are underrepresented in larger urban centers and over- 
represented in small and medium-sized cities (15,000 - 


99,999) as well as rural areas. 


Although three in five low-income families have 
male heads, the proportion of female heads is six times 
greater among poor as non-poor households (39.7% versus 


6.5%). As far as head's age is concerned, those under 
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the age of 24 are over-concentrated among poor families 

and those in the 45 to 54 'prime earning years' are 
underrepresented. However the differences between poor 

and non-poor families for the other age groups are Slight. 
Just over half of low-income families are headed by a man 
Or woman in the labor force, in contrast to 84% of non- 
poor families, while poor family heads who are not in the 
labor force outnumber non-poor family heads who do not work 


by three to one. 


Two-person families are the largest size group 
within both poor and non-poor households. Smaller families 
(those with two or three members) are more common among 
low-income Canadians while larger families are underrepresented. 
Over half of non-poor families have no children; the 
percentage for poor families is substantially lower - 38.5%. 
Whatever the number of children, poor families outweigh 


non-poor families) in percentage terms. 
The Distribution of Poverty: Single Persons 


Table 5 compares poor and non-poor single persons 


according .£o.various :characteristics. 


Six in every ten low-income single Canadians live 
in Ontario.or Quebec.- almost exactly) the, same percentage 
as their non-poor counterparts. Poor single persons are 
overrepresented in the Atlantic provinces and Quebec and 
underrepresented in Ontario and in the Prairies. The pro- 
portion of poor single persons in British Columbia matches 


the province's share of non-poor singles. 
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Almost 60% of low-income single Canadians live in 
larger cities and metropolitan areas, but this figure is 
four percentage points lower than that for non-poor singles. 
Low-income singles are overrepresented in small and medium- 
Sized cities and towns and underrepresented both in larger 
urban centers and, at the other end of the spectrum, rural 


areas. 


Poverty among single persons is overwhelmingly a 
female problem. Two in every three poor single Canadians 
are women, whereas women make up just slightly over half 
of non-poor singles. Among the different age groups, poor 
Single persons are overrepresented in the youngest category 
and among the older age groups (55 and over). As expected, 
poor single persons who are not in the labor force 
outnumber those who are (by over two to one), while 
the opposite is the case for non-poor singles (only 272 
are not in the labor force, in contrast, 60-633 08 poor 


Singles). 
The Distribution of Income 


Table 6 divides both families and single persons 
into five equal groups and then compares the share of income 
going to each group in 1951 and 1980. Table / shows the 
income levels which correspond to each group (known as a 
"quintile" or fifth). Two features stand out: income is 
distributed in a highly unequal and regressive manner, 
and there has been little progress in redistributing 


income over the last thirty years. 
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Income is divided in a highly regressive manner: 
the higher the income group, the greater its share. 
Preliminary estimates for 1980 indicate that the Haier 
20% of Canadian families has only 5.9% of total family 
income. The highest-income families, in contrast, enjoy 
50.96 Of total Lamily income - six and~a half times’ the 
poor group's share. The distribution of income among 
Single persons is even more skewed: the top fifth took 
45.5% of total income - eleven times the bottom group's 


share. 


Nor has the unequal distribution of income lessened 
much over the years. To the contrary, in some respects 
it has become even more unequal. In 1951 the lowest-income 
group of families had 6.1% of family income; in 1980 
their share was slightly less (5.9%). Middle and upper 
middle-income families increased their share of income 
somewhat between 1951 and 1980. The top income group saw 
a modest decline in its share of income, though at 38.5% 
aa 6980 at Still far exceeds the shares of ‘other groups. 
The distribution of income among single persons has 
become slightly less regressive since 1951, but it is still 


more unequally apportioned than is family income. 
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Average Income 


Average family income increased by 9.8% from 
$24,245 in 1979 to $26,610 in 1980. However the cost 
of living went up by 10.1% between 1979 and 1980, so in 
real térms average family income declined slvontiy. oie be 
persons averaged $11,245 in: 1980, or 8.435more tac ene 
1979 figure of $10,375. Therefore the average real income 


of single Canadians slipped by 1.6% in 1980. 


The preliminary estimates do not give a breakdown 
of average incomes for family heads and single persons 
according to sex, but there are figures. tor alll tani, 
units (i.e. families and single persons together). 
Households headed by men had an average income of $25,464 
in 1980 - more than double the $10,860 average income 
of female-headed family units. The average income of 
males 15 years and older who received some money income 


in 1980 was $16,659, while women averaged only $8,101. 
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TABLE 2 


INCIDENCE OF POVERTY AMONG CANADIAN FAMILIES, 


BY SELECTED CHARACTERISTICS, 


Alds-Eamilies 


Region 


Atlantic 
Quebec 
Ontario 
Prairies 


Bracisn Columbia 


Community Size 


HOO; U00 and over 
TOO O00 = 499.,.999 
BO 000M — 297.9209 
BS 2000 = 29,999 
small urban 


rural 


Sex of Head 


male 


female 


Poor families as 
a percentage of 


all families 1 


10.4 
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1980 


Number of b 


: : & 
poor families © 


6 3:94,-000 


74,800 
210,900 
193,600 
Ne REE, 

46,000 


190,400 
1277209 
TORRI0G 
45,400 
69,700 
1397200 


3857300 
25a Toe 
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TO " Sol lime, Oe 


Poor families as 
a percentage of Number of 


all families 1 poor families a 
Age of Head 
24 and under So Sa ot 300 
25 = 34 LOc2 Ly 200 
35a— 44 LOSS 142,500 
45 - 54 8.9 99,700 
55 - 64 9.8 83,000 
65 - 69 LOSG 33,900 
70) and over 10.3 46,000 
Head's Employment 
Scaclus 
in labor force 6.6 822200 
noe, in labor force 26.4 31677900 
Scovel Family 
2 Te te6 262,000 
5 Se 1575200 
4 nee 124,000 
5 or more cee, 95,800 
Number of Children 
none ed 246,000 
it Pio He Stele ONE 
s) L2e4 154,700 
3 13508 54,300 
4 0% more 2 Orel 26, 700 
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NOTE 


te Figures in the first column show low-income 
families as a percentage of all families in 
any given category. For example, poor 
families represent 10.4% of all Canadian 
families; 13.3% of families=in  Aclanere 
Canada are poor; 10.1% of all familaes Miving 
in metropolitan areas are poor. 


25 Figures in the second column show the number 
of low-income families in any given category. 
For example, there are 639,000 poor families 
in Canada, 74,800 in Atlantic Canada, anc 
190,400 in metropolitan areas. 
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TABLE 3 


INCIDENCE OF POVERTY AMONG SINGLE PERSONS, 
BY SELECTED CHARACTERISTICS, 1980 


Poor Singles as 


a percentage of Number of 
all single poor single 
persons l persons 2 
All single persons JAA 826,000 
Region 
Atlantic Bono G7en00 
Quebec B liad PAEY ASANO 
Ontard.o heed | 26017000 
Prairies 297.4 VAT {200 
British Columbia Ba, 4 Siglees OO 
Community Size 
500,000 and over SOS) 2037500 
1:00 COO e— 249 972999 2309 24d, 20i0 
SO O00) = 997.999 41.7 101,600 
LS O00m= 295999 SPAN Sh 48,700 
small urban Bite 114,800 
rune. AB oon} 66,100 
Sex 
male Panels 266,000 


female Byele ds 560,000 
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Poor Singles as 


a percentage of Number of 
all single poor single 
persons l persons 2 
Age 
24 and under 34.3% 16200 
Zoe. oF IPSS OE O00 
S27 144 Loe 40,500 
45 - 54 24.3 D300 
55-- 64 39.08 1137900 
63. = 69 34°56 70,000 
70 and over 48.1 T6200 
Employment Status 
mn Vvabor force les 7 2657200 
Moron labor torce 53), 8 560,900 
NOTE 
1. - Figures in the first column show low-income single 
persons aS a percentage of all single persons in any 
given-category. For example," p00 single person. 
represent 31.4% of all single persons in Canada; poce 
single women make up 38.1% of all single women; 53.8% 
of all single persons not in the labor force are 
poor. 
2211 Figures inethe second column show the number oF 


low-income single persons in any given category. 
For example, there are 826,000 poor single persons 
in Canada, 560,000 poor single women, and 560,900 
poor single persons not in the labor force. 
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TABLE 4 


PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF POOR AND NON-POOR FAMILIES, 
BY SELECTED CHARACTERISTICS, 1980 
a rn ae NS Be ee ee eee eee 


Poor families Non-poor families 

Estimated Numbers 639,000 5,403, 000 
Region 
heLlancrve ied 8.53 
Quebec Eyck 8 PRS eS: 
Ontario 30.0 Some 
Prairies tii pact TO ao 
British Columbia Tee DSO) 
Canada T0030 10070 
Community Size 

500; 000. and over Oo a0 
BOOs00'0 -—="44.99.,999 19.2 Dida) 

SOOO 1299 7999 Ae Pees 

LS OOO N= 13297999 Wien? C4 
small urban areas LOM eZ 
rural areas 2129 Asay 
all communities LOO 100.0 
Sex of Head 
male 6055 93.5 
female hae! Bou 


total 100.0 100.0 


datas wet >. 


ee 
BS i 


s 


pid ‘band 7 - 
Aaa ier’) 


bo pln Se ay tC 
ange 
1 
‘ Liniteud >! ; 
s+ T. am 
sind O60 068 be 
Dp ano, ok : 
~ OG. 4 j 9 ; 
- wi lec oe 
agdite Lada 5 


aaa te a" - 


ast ot epemen: Sf 


Poor families Non-poor families 


Age of Head 


24 and under 9.63 4.73% 
iva pean y!| 26.9 Yas ee 
35 - 44 DP: Pipers | 
45 = 524 dels) oeey 
55e—664 1.2.0 1420 
65> -=5:69 53 Bai 
70 and over Wine Pi Thee 
all ages OO vO0. 0 
Head's Employment Status 
prieuabor Lorce 5O 4 S320 
mom, ine Labor: force 49.6 Go 2 
total 100.0 100.6 
Size of Family 
2 AV) 8645 
3 2A 6 21.4 
4 ase! 25526 
5 or more [oye 6) 16.5 
all sizes 100.0 00.0 
Number of Children 
none 38.5 Soe 
l 243 20,0 
p Pee Pe 20.0 
2) She) 6.2 
4 or more 42)5 1.5 
all families LOO..o LOGAG 
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Poor Non-Poor 
Age 
24 and under Pe ies he 19.53% 
25 - 34 Tho 22h gs 
35 = 44 4.9 OSA: 
Bs i 4 G5 O55 
55 - 64 14.4 LOe1 
65 - 69 O72 8.0 
70 and over Se tees Bey 
all ages LOGO 10020 
Employment Status 
am Labor ftorce Sie tt Factes) 
pot tn. labor f£oOrce Spree ee] ZOme 


total 100.0 100 20 
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TABLE 6 


SHARES OF TOTAL INCOME, BY INCOME QUINTILE,? 
195. ANDS Loso 


Families Single Persons 


pie he ee 1980 
Lowest guintile eaae 4.1% 
Second quintile 8.9 Dine 
Middle quintile 16.2 WS. 4 
Fourth guintile 2508 25s 


Highest quintile 


Total 


1 "Ouintitle" ‘means fifth? total anicomews disniecmineo tive 
equal groups (see Table 7 for corresponding income levels). 
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TABLE 
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UPPER LIMITS OF INCOME QUINTILES, 1980 


Lowest 


Second 


Middle 


POurED 


Note: 


quintile 


quintile 


quintile 


quintile 


Families 


$27 80S 


VN OPS be 


QA OTe 


3 pee 


Single Persons 


$ 4,344 


Gy 596 


Aa ee OME) 


LHS SPE A} 


Families in the lowest income quintile are 
those. with incomes up to.s12,803-" those 
in the second quintile have incomes between 


$12,804 "and. $20 ,994;; 


those in the: middle 


quintile have incomes between $20,995 and 


$27,974; 


and -So0.40na 


